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Across the seas he rode, and then was cast ashore
To ride a sleek swift camel through the arid sands.


Abu ’l-Qasim ibn Abu ’l-Afiyah
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I’ve taken measure of the earth, both east and west,
And asked its peoples what their past has left behind.


Muhammad ibn Muhammad al-Abdari
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For far-off home and friends shed not a tear —
Turn with the twists of time, nor fear to roam;
Make mankind everywhere your dwelling-place,
And look upon the whole world as your home.


Attributed to Musa ibn Abd al-Malik Ibn Sa’id




For Ianthe, Tim, Ben, Laila and Fergus
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Ibn Battutah (more fully, Shams al-Din Abu Abdallah Muhammad ibn Abdallah Ibn Battutah al-Lawati al-Tanji) was born in 1304 in the Moroccan port city of Tangier. In 1325 he left home to perform the Mecca pilgrimage and to further his studies in Islamic law. As it turned out, he was not to return permanently to the land of his birth for another twenty-nine years. During that time he wandered over a huge swathe of the known world in search of employment, enlightenment and enjoyment, visiting lands as far apart as the Swahili coast, southern Russia, south-east China, Spain and sub-Saharan West Africa. Back in Morocco he recorded his travelling memories in a book entitled The Precious Gift for Lookers into the Marvels of Cities and Wonders of Travel, known for short as the Rihlah or Travels. He died in 1368 or 1369.


The present book is the third in a trilogy that in Arabic would be termed a dhayl, a literary ‘tail’ or ‘train (of a robe)’, following on from Ibn Battutah’s own book of travels. Each part of the trilogy is independent of the others. The first, Travels with a Tangerine, revisits Ibn Battutah’s earlier journeys between Morocco and the Eurasian steppe; the second, The Hall of a Thousand Columns, explores his long residence and eventful wanderings in India, ending in shipwreck and penury on the Malabar coast; this volume traces his adventures on the far-flung shores of the Indian Ocean and the Sahara.





Preamble
A Hole in Time



PICTURE A MINIATURE from an Arabic manuscript, its colours still jewel-bright after two-thirds of a millennium. In the centre is a small middle-aged man, shown full-face, in full flow, in the act of raising a finger to add a point to an exclamation. His animated figure is flanked by those of two other men, their faces seen in profile. The one on his right is young; he is listening eagerly. The other is an elderly man with his chin in his hand, frowning and plainly sceptical. All three wear turbans and robes and are sitting on a rich carpet by a fountain in front of a pavilion in a garden. In the background – or rather, in the lapis-blue sky above the pavilion, for there is no perspective – is a malachite hill with a cresting of jasper battlements. Opposite this hovers a mountain with an icing of snow. (If you have visited Granada you may recognize these two features, stylized though they are, as the hill of the Alhambra and the Sierra Nevada.) Beyond the frame of the picture the armies of Christian Spain are encamped, out of sight but never out of mind: it is 1350, and the sultanate of Granada is an Islamic island in a Christian peninsula. But the little man in the middle is telling his listeners – the one fascinated, the other dubious – of further horizons, of a wider world where the civilization of Islam had travelled, like him, to the limits. (Also like him, it had fathered offspring out on the edge; their hybrid complexions would become apparent with time.) Below the miniature is a caption in Arabic: Shaykh Abu Abdallah, known as Ibn Battutah, recounts the wonders and marvels of his travels.


Throughout my own travels in search of that mobile central figure, Ibn Battutah of Tangier, this image of him in the garden has recurred in my mind. It arises from an encounter towards the end of his wanderings, when he had already spent a quarter of a century roaming the known world in search of enlightenment, employment and relief for his chronically itchy feet. To look at, I suppose the scene is a composite made up from real miniatures of the period. But to me it has its own reality, that of a moment seen through a hole in time.


Everything in the moment, the miniature, is unnaturally clear. The absence of depth flattens each element of the scene into a pressed specimen of itself, floating on the surface of the instant. The flowers are immediately identifiable – iris, lupin, lavender – and a historian of textiles would be able to guess the provenance of the men’s robes. Only one thing refuses to reveal itself definitively: the face of Ibn Battutah. Each time I examine it, the features are different.


I’ve always wanted to know what the man I spend so much time with actually looked like. Of course it doesn’t really matter; figura animi magis quam corporis. Still, it is an intriguing question, if only to this individualistical age in which the ultimate expression of selfhood is the look, the face, and the pinnacle of celebrity is to become an ‘icon’. Ibn Battutah himself only lets on that he had a beard; all I’ve found out beyond that, so far, is that he was probably small and thin.


It didn’t help that on the way to the starting point of this journey I dropped into the Ibn Battuta Mall.* This is a vast shopping centre in Dubai, nearly a mile long and situated (I think by what is commonly called coincidence) at the precise mid-point of the eastern and western extremities of IB’s travels. Its interior décor is a rather successful pastiche of some of the great buildings in the lands IB visited – oriental orientalism. In addition to its commercial function, it seeks to ‘edutain’ visitors about the traveller and his world. To this end, IB kept manifesting before my eyes, and as in my miniature he was different every time. He was an Arab cousin of Pinocchio in the cartoon adventure showing on a child-height screen in Tunisia Court. He was a Hollywood male lead, handsome and pensive – vaguely Brad Pitt, with an unscary beard – in the promotional hand-outs (’Live the Adventure!’). He was a wrinkle-free greybeard in the illustrated children’s book, Ibn Battuta and the Sufi – read it: you too can benefit from the mystical alternative to cosmetic surgery. He appeared in the live host-body of auburn-bearded Greg from South Africa, pacing the Mall from Andalusia to China and back again in fourteenth-century rig and imparting miniaturized versions of his adventures to interested punters – Greg-IB can collapse the real IB’s ten Indian years into twenty seconds flat. And I even bumped, softly, into IB’s Pinocchio avatar, brought to life by a roaming person in a padded suit, straight from Disneyworld; or Dislamworld.


In his Mall, IB was an icon in search of an image. I suppose the image will never be found, that I’ll never look IB in the face. It’s not so much because he’s dead; rather, because he always seems to be ahead. (Those familiar expressions of time and motion and space – the past is behind us, the future is in front of us, dead and gone, here and now – don’t always work.) All I can do is follow and observe, like those physicists who try to form a picture of their inscrutable particles from the traces they have left behind. Of just how strange some of IB’s traces would prove to be, and in what unexpected places I would come across them, I as yet had no idea. Some things cannot be looked for, but only found.


The way around the edge of IB’s world is a long one. With this in mind, I went and bought the thing I’d come to the Ibn Battuta Mall to get, a pair of walking boots. As the Filipina saleswoman handed me my receipt, she asked if I was going far for my holidays.


From an island south of Zanzibar, I thought, by way of ocean, desert, mountains, atolls, Sarandib, China, Timbuktu, palaces, temples, wonders, marvels, holes in time, to a garden in Granada. ‘Oh, here, there and everywhere,’ I said.





East
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Tanzania
The Palace by the Sea



Think, in this battered caravanserai
Whose portals are alternate night and day,
How sultan after sultan with his pomp
Abode his hour or two, and went his way.


Edward Fitzgerald, The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám


Kilwa Kisiwani


I thought it would be easy to find: just keep left along the cliff. Perhaps I’ve missed a turn. And now the path is forking once again. I stop for a moment, breathing in the smell of the island, a scent released by the early-morning rain. It rises rich, dark, smoky, as if all these centuries of sun have kippered the red earth of Kilwa Kisiwani.


Left, towards the unseen ocean, along the less trodden fork. The track dies in a patch of abandoned garden lapped by a scrub of doum palm. I retrace my steps. The only landmarks are the wintering baobabs, leafless in August, shining silver in this light that flooded out the rain. Further on there is a cottage. A thin white dog ambles up to sniff me; a green bicycle is leaning against the mud wall. (Dog and bike are the only members of either species I’ve seen on Kilwa.) There is a man, repairing fish-traps. He stops his work and looks at me, surprised for a moment.


‘Husuni Kubwa?’ I ask. He nods, rises, beckons to me to follow. Soon we’re making our way down a slope to a mangrove-tangled shore. Behind the mangroves, still hidden, is the ocean. We reach a staircase cut into the cliff. My guide goes back to his fish-traps. I climb the steps, up towards blackened coral walls.


‘Husuni . . . Kubwa,’ I say, catching my breath. ‘The Big Palace. Big . . . steps . . . too. And not a word about it . . . from you. How could you forget it?’ It’s become a habit, talking to the other man who has led me here, Muhammad son of Abdallah of Tangier, known as Ibn Battutah, known to me as IB. He doesn’t answer. Our long-distance relationship is one-sided, mostly. But his silent ghost and his garrulous book have haunted me for a dozen years. I’ve haunted him back, shadowed him from the Pillars of Hercules to the end of India; left gaps, admittedly, and this was one of them. But now here we are, on another shore – there it is at last, the sea – and this time I will follow him to the ends of his earth, to both of them; to his antipodes. ‘People on the surface of the earth’, the geographer al-Dimashqi wrote not long before IB set off from home in 1325, ‘are like barleycorns stuck all round an apple. Wherever they live, their feet are on the ground and their heads are in the air . . . Thus the soles of the feet of people at the two extremities of the inhabited world, China and Spain, face each other.’


We have a long way to go, a lot of footsteps. So why have I made IB backtrack more than a decade from where I left him last, in India – round half an ocean, down into the wrong hemisphere, to a small island off the southern coast of Tanzania? Mainly because it’s as good a place as any from which to look east, and to watch his wider world unfold. Also, to be honest, because of the name. Kilwa Kisiwani: from names like that journeys are spun.
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To watch the development of maps of the Old World, IB’s world, is like following the progress of a huge and very slow-growing foetus. Over the centuries, formless coasts swell with new-found knowledge, subcontinents inflate, peninsulas sprout. Potential Americas and Australias, imagined but undelineated, have yet to surface from the amniotic dark of the Circumambient Sea. As its limbs take shape, the great lone hunched Afro-Eurasian landmass uncurls.


It is a long and uneven gestation. Ptolemy’s Mediterranean, seen from second-century Alexandria, is almost fully formed; but the far eastern end of his world is an embryonic blob in which Africa and China are conjoined, making the Indian Ocean an enclosed pond. It was Ptolemy’s Arab heirs who opened it up. Al-Mas’udi reported in the tenth century that some timbers of a teak ship had been found floating off Crete. Not only was the wood from the east, but the planks were ‘sewn’ together with coir cordage – a shipbuilding technique known in the Indian Ocean but not in the Mediterranean. The two seas, he concluded, must connect. Two hundred years on, the world map of al-Idrisi shows an island-crowded Indian Ocean the same length as the Mediterranean but narrower north to south. It is only just open-ended: the tip of his Malayan Peninsula almost touches Mozambique, and a detached Korea swims in the slender gulf that separates China from Africa.


Africa would eventually stretch out from its foetal position. Not many years after the Portuguese rounded the Cape in 1488, the Arab navigator Sulayman al-Mahri reported their claim that the continent reached further south than anyone had thought, and then turned sharp north-west at what they called the cape of ‘Bunasfarans’ – Bõa Esperança. That European doubling of the Cape of Good Hope was a turning point for the Indian Ocean, a final opening up – but also a closing down of the old trade routes. Within a few decades, the Portuguese had forged a chain of forts around the shores and islands from Kilwa Kisiwani to Malacca, and imposed gunboats and passports on waters innocent of fire-power and frontiers. The modern map and the modern world were born together. For those who lived on its shores, the Indian Ocean had just got much bigger and much harder to cross.


In the fourteenth century, however, that ocean still felt as small as it looked in the atlas of the age. IB had probably never seen a map of it when he sailed into it in 1330 on his first big venture beyond the Arab world, into the Islamic periphery; but he writes as if he had, compressing the miles. He covers the 1,800-mile crossing of the open sea from Kilwa Kisiwani to Zafar in Oman, for example, in seven words of Arabic, nine of English – ‘We sailed from Kilwa to the city of Zafar.’ Admittedly, he rarely writes about land-or seascape unless it gets in the way. But that is the point: the Indian Ocean was an easy sea to sail. It was the common property of a rich, eclectic, cosmopolitan culture held together by trade, the monsoon and Islam. There were fellow-Muslims, often fellow-Arabs, in every major port, and the chance, if you hitched a ride on a well-found vessel powered by the right wind, of covering a steady seventy or eighty nautical miles a day – perhaps five times faster than land travel at the sort of speed a lumbering caravan could make. For IB the Indian Ocean dhow was, mutatis mutandis, the equivalent of air travel for us; in the Mediterranean with its fickle winds, you were as likely to end up where you started as to get where you wanted. So when maps of IB’s age show, say, the actual 3,000 miles from Kilwa to Sarandib – Serendip, today’s Sri Lanka – as being closer than the actual 200 miles from Libya to Greece, they reflect a relative reality. Like that of the London Tube map, it is a reality in which ease of connection is as valid a measure as miles. Seen from IB’s Kilwa, that wider eastern periphery where I mean to follow him – the Maldives, India, Sarandib, China – might as well be just over the horizon.
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I reach the top of the steps. There’s a roofless antechamber flanked by more small rooms and then I’m confronted by a long sunken courtyard backed by a pile of jagged walls – and by the realization that here, on this now secluded island of Kilwa Kisiwani, where wattle and daub are the architectural order of the day and a bicycle looks futuristic, there was a time of richness, of greatness. These buildings were once the most splendid in all sub-Saharan Africa.


And IB, who – unless the archaeologists are way out in their dating – was here when they were gleaming new, didn’t even mention them. It beats me how, twenty-five years on, he could remember the exact ingredients of the pickles he had with his lunch in Mogadishu on the way here and the fact that its ruler wore silk underwear on Fridays, and yet forget this whopping palace by the sea. You simply can’t miss it, up on its cliff overlooking the bay; unless you’re IB. He was the man who, as we’ll see, went to Granada and missed the Alhambra.


He does however make up for his blind spot regarding large royal residences by noticing trivia that other people forget – like pickles and underpants; and, above all, by noticing people. His Kilwa is populated by citizens ‘of a solid black colour, with scarified faces’, ruled over by the humble and generous Sultan Hasan, and visited by a crowd of droppers-in including merchants, dervishes and scrounging Meccan notables – the latter were sharifs, descendants of the Prophet Muhammad whose pedigrees IB, a walking Islamic Debrett, remembered to the third generation.


Now they all seem so far away, those people; dots seen across the gulf of time. I only have lizards for company in Husuni Kubwa. There’s one, nodding on a fragment of collapsed frieze. Another lizard lounges on a massive chunk of masonry, oddly shaped – a section of ribbed dome, I realize. It resembles the jaw of a gigantic clam, as if coral stone has suffered not a sea-change, but a sea-reversion.


I make for the shade of a wall in one of the rooms by the stairhead, to jot down thoughts I know will get drowned out by all this richness and strangeness. Between jottings my gaze wanders over the mottled surface of the lime-plaster, darkened but still smooth and hard ten lifetimes after it was put on. Something, a shape, appears out of the swirls of grey and black. A graffito, a doodle: a dhow with a single mast and a triangle of bare rigging, emerging from the wall like a ship out of a mist. Someone must have scratched it into the rock-hard plaster while it was still wet, someone squatting where I am now – I feel for an instant that I’m looking over his shoulder, at some point in the few hours it took for the lime to set. A point in time becalmed by this act of inscription. I continue my own inscription, aware that the gulf has narrowed a little.


A last look at that hieroglyph of travel scratched into the wall. I want to share the discovery, but there’s no one here. The only humans visible are themselves dots, on board the sailing dhows down below in Kilwa Bay, becalmed on the narrow arm of ocean between island and mainland. Dud ala ud, the old sea-fearing inland Arabs called sailors before they too went seafaring – ticks on sticks. I half close my eyes and see them sailing the centuries, bringing celadon bowls and Hangzhou brocade transshipped from junks in distant Malabar.


Nowadays they’re coasting in kerosene and mangrove poles.


I pass through the sunken court and emerge again above that sweeping view of Kilwa Bay – and, immediately below and perfectly placed to take in the vista, is a scalloped octagonal swimming pool, in such good shape it looks as if it could be filled again today. A rich man’s pool, one for Tiberius on Capri or Getty at Malibu. Further on, another sunken court, its terraced landward end rising in nine steep steps like the seating in an ancient theatre, to the remains of a pavilion – a sort of sultanic opera-box, perched above the drama of arrival and embarkation down in the bay. The side walls of this court are pierced with pigeonholes, dozens of them. Or rather, lamp-holes: the insides are still lined with a layer of soot that flakes off in my fingers. Bigger holes – niches, alcoves – line a rank of rooms beyond the court. My mind’s eye fills them with treasures from those imagined argosies in the bay. ‘Their lighted houses were aglow’, a poet wrote of the wealthy rulers of another Swahili island-state, Pate,


With lamps of crystal and brass.
Their nights were as day.
They lived amid beauty and honour,
Surrounded by the finest porcelain.


I pick up a tiny fragment of sea-green tile, Persian perhaps, more eloquent than poems.


Another sunken court, more labyrinths of rooms – and then I step into a huge empty quadrangle, fifty yards square and nearly as big in area as all the rest of the palace put together, surrounded by the collapsing remains of windowless chambers. It was Neville Chittick, the British archaeologist who dug here in the 1950s and 1960s, who realized that this big hollow square with its elephant-grey walls was the commercial heart of Kilwa. At first sight it seems strange for a palace and a warehouse to share a party wall. But then I remember I’ve seen something like it before, across the ocean in the Indian port of Cannanore. There the Ali Rajas – Muslim merchant-princes of the monsoon, like IB’s Sultan Hasan – lived in a semi-detached relationship with their godowns. This was Husuni Kubwa’s business end, and if the rest of the palace looks oceanward to India and China, this battered caravanserai is Janus-faced, with half its gaze inland, on Africa.
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Most of IB’s brief account of Kilwa is about the builder of Husuni Kubwa, Sultan Hasan, fourth ruler of a dynasty whose origins were in the southern Arabian region of Hadramawt. ‘He is called Abu ’l-Mawahib [the Father of Gifts],’ IB wrote, ‘because of the many presents that he gives.’ IB doesn’t mention what Hasan gave him – he usually does, and he never fails to name and shame a stingy potentate – but it must have been a fair amount to earn the sultan immortalization as ‘generous . . . humble . . . respectful of men of religion . . . worthy . . . open-handed’. Sultan Hasan could afford to be generous. He was awash in two African commodities, stored in the chambers of his warehouse court – slaves, and ivory. A visiting dervish from Yemen, IB says, ended up with a gift of two loads of ivory and twenty slaves. (The slaves solved the problem of how to carry the ivory, but they must have cramped the style of a solitary wandering ascetic.) And then there was a third commodity, one that IB says the sultan seldom gave away. He had good reason not to: Husuni Kubwa was built on it. To monopolize it was, and is, a ticket to power for aspiring African sultans and dictators. It has outlasted the fashion for slaves and ivory, and will probably be lusted after when the current tastes for oil, uranium and even diamonds have passed. The third commodity was gold.


By the time IB reached Kilwa in 1330, it had become the main channel through which southern African gold flowed to the outside world. In the first part of the fourteenth century, that flow had increased from a trickle to an outpour. The economies of Europe and the Near East were turning more and more to gold as currency, and the world price of the metal took off. This was the time when the inland metropolis of Great Zimbabwe, in whose territory the mines lay, became truly great. In Kilwa, Husuni Kubwa was the built expression of that buoyant graph line.


But how could a small offshore island a thousand miles north-east of the Zimbabwean mines have cornered the gold export market? The answer lies in that great biannual rhythm of the ocean, the mawsim – the Arabic ‘season’ for sailing, the English ‘monsoon’. Riding the north-east monsoon from Arabia or Persia, the furthest south you could sail in Africa, while still giving yourself time to trade and to catch the south-west monsoon home, was Kilwa. Go any further and you were likely to get stuck for a year waiting for the wind to turn. Ports further south gathered fables; Kilwa gathered merchants, and money.


So too did the land that lies at the end of IB’s travels round the edge of the Old World, the West African empire of Mali. Viewed from Kilwa, that other African Eldorado seems as far off as China (it nearly is, in linear terms), or further – to ride the monsoon to Canton was one thing, to cross the thick of Africa a near impossibility. But the sawahil of East Africa (the ‘coasts’ of the ocean, the origin of ‘Swahili’) and their singular, the sahil of the west (the ‘coast’ of the desert, the origin of ‘Sahel’), were both part of the same world-system. Both were lapped by vast empty spaces, one of water, one of sand, whose emptiness helped rather than hindered the movement across them of goods and people and ideas. Trade powered the revolution of these two great spheres of interaction, Islam lubricated it; and in Europe, the Near East and Central Asia other spheres revolved, all of them turning in concert through a rare half-century of harmony that began with the end of the Crusades and the taming of the Mongols and died with the Black Death. IB began his travels in the middle of that age, and in a life of landfalls saw more of that harmonious world than any other human being; probably, in fact, saw more of the globe than anyone since apes walked upright. Just as important, he made it home alive and got down on paper what he saw. History can be thankful: he is the eyewitness of that concordant age, even if he did forget the odd palace.


But we have wandered from Kilwa. Here, in the fold of the map, in the lap of that uncurling foetal Africa, I root around the sultan’s amphibious caravanserai where the treasures of the interior were stored with those of the shore – tortoiseshell, and ambergris (’dragonspit’, as the Chinese customs ledgers call it) – and with the brocades and porcelain that came from across the ocean, from the great industrial power-house of Yuan-dynasty China. The Sino-African trading relationship is the same today, manufactured goods in return for raw materials; even if tusks and silks are now copper ore and DVD players.


Husuni Kubwa shows how some things don’t change. At the same time, like all the best ruins, it is a reminder that the mutability of power and wealth is itself a constant. The fourteenth-century world that IB travelled in may have been only hemiglobalized, its communications slow and indirect; but its markets, like today’s, were linked in a precarious web. When, in the middle of the century, the Black Death struck, the world economy slumped and the price of gold plunged; it dragged Kilwa down with it, and that other golden kingdom, Mali. Husuni Kubwa, this sprawling palace of the monsoon winds, was abandoned and – except for a brief tenancy by M. Morice, a French slaver who camped out here in the eighteenth century – has been empty ever since.


The scales tip, the graph-line dips, and Thebes and Babylon, Kilwa and Mali and Great Zimbabwe, London and New York begin their inevitable decline.
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Still clutching my bit of green tile, I retrace my steps. I want to look once more at the doodle of the dhow, to catch again that fleeting feeling of looking over someone’s shoulder, of someone being here in this emptiness.


There is someone here. Someone’s voice: an Arabic voice, telling of . . .


He looks up from his book mid-word, wide-eyed, as if I’m a ghost. I greet him gently in Arabic, wondering if he’s the ghost. Shock turns to smile; he returns the greeting, looks me up and down, takes in my battered shoulder-bag, my boots from the Ibn Battuta Mall, now red with the earth of Kilwa. ‘You are a . . . stranger, a traveller,’ he says, still in Arabic, proud of the words. ‘Please say du’a for me.’


Du’a. Prayer. I hesitate, looking at the young face under the crumpled embroidered cap; but Arabic is a language of prayers, and I’m already improvizing one – ‘. . . success . . . wisdom . . . guidance . . .’ – even as I wonder why he asked.


‘Amen,’ he says. Then I remember. ‘Blessed are the strangers,’ the Prophet Muhammad said. Strangers, people on the road, pick up barakah, blessing, with the dust on their boots. (Or their hands, I recall – IB’s host in his next stop, Zafar, actually drank the blessing-infused water the traveller had washed his hands in.)


Yahya shows me his textbooks, piled on a piece of fallen wall in his study in the ruins: a primer, a grammar, a Qur’an reciters’ manual. I apologize for distracting him, but he says, in his careful, halting Arabic, ‘It is not a problem. Today is Thursday. It is the day for gathering firewood. I must help my friends.’


As Yahya leads me back through the ruins in the direction of the village, I ask him what he knows about Sultan Hasan.


‘Who is he?’


‘The sultan who built Husuni Kubwa.’


‘I don’t know him.’


I get the same answer from Yahya’s friend, a fellow-student whom we meet in the brush just beyond the caravanserai. He shakes his head, when Yahya has relieved it of the bundle of twigs he’s been carrying. ‘They say the king who built this place kept his gold down there,’ he says, pointing to a deep square well. ‘That is what I have heard.’


That was all. ‘And Ibn Battutah?’ I ask. ‘The traveller from Morocco?’


Again, I draw a blank. So too with the rest of their fellow-students, who are converging on the village with the fuel for next week’s cooking fires. They put down their loads, and we sit on a baraza, a cool lime-plastered bench running along the front of the house where they board. Ridwan, their leader, tells me about the madrasahs on Kilwa. ‘It is the centre for Islamic studies for the whole of this coast,’ he says with pride. ‘There are a hundred boarders from the mainland, and a few students from Kilwa, like me.’


All this is news to me; I’d hardly given a thought to the island’s present. Ridwan seems incurious about its past. ‘Husuni Kubwa? It is very old,’ he says with a shrug.


Other than that one gleam of gold in the well, I hear nothing of the glittering past of Kilwa Kisiwani. I’ve come to excavate memories and have found a void. The sultans have gone their way, leaving their battered caravanserai and crumbling palace to the lizards, and the students.
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Back at the house where I’d spent the night, I hoped that my host, Muhammad Mwanga, Kilwa’s chief of Ofisi ya Mambo ya Kale – the Office of Old Things, or Antiquities – would be able to fill in the silence between IB’s voice and the voices of the present. But he had gone off to a wife on the mainland, leaving me in the hands of his island spouse. Her only appearances were to bring food. I now sat eating my lone lunch – rice, fish, squid and dik-dik stewed with okra; Mrs Mwanga must have thought I needed feeding up after my antiquarian rambles.


As I ate, something kept catching my eye: a briar pipe, sitting on Mrs Mwanga’s sideboard next to a tin of Davidoff tobacco. It was a puzzling object. Mr Mwanga, in his white-framed shades and Hawaiian shirt, hadn’t looked like a pipe-smoker. Neither did his wife. I began to wonder if they had a mystery lodger . . . an ex-Assistant District Commissioner from Tanganyika days, perhaps, who had stayed on and would soon stride in wearing enormous shorts and call me ‘old chap’. The puzzle of the pipe was soon solved, however, by the arrival of the Mwangas’ other guest, a youthful French ethnologist called Pascal Bacuez. He had fallen under the spell of Kilwa, he explained, and had been staying there on and off for the last ten years. Yes, he said, the pipe was his. It suited a Sorbonne ethnologist, I thought: it went with the tristes tropiques.


As we were finishing off the last of the dik-dik another arrival appeared in the Mwangas’ front parlour, a tall man, fortyish, in shapeless trousers, a baggy T-shirt, a string of old glass beads and a billy-goat beard. ‘Meet Ahmad,’ said Pascal, ‘my friend and principal informant.’ There was something strange about Ahmad – a feral energy that seemed to possess his stringy body. I saw it in his eyes, felt it in his handshake. You wouldn’t want to meet him in the woods . . .


Without warning, still holding my hand, holding me with his eyes, he flew off into Kiswahili – a rollicking rhythmic monologue, a rat-tat-tat of syllables; interspersed, I realized, with the pops and twangs of Arabic. I picked up a repeated name – ‘. . . Shaykh Abd al-Qadir . . .’ – then snatches of sufi litanies and odds and ends of Qur’anic verses and Islamic prayers, the names of angels, of devils, of jinn, jagged Arabic and pitter-patter Swahili careering in a headlong fugue of sounds in which he never released me from the grip of his gaze.


The mad monologue ended as abruptly as it had begun. For a moment more, Ahmad studied me, the rabbit in the headlamps; then freed me with a burst of laughter. ‘You history man,’ Ahmad stated in English, serious again. I nodded. ‘Know then’, he continued in Arabic, ‘that Kilwa was founded by Solomon the son of David, on both of whom be peace. Know also that many sharifs have come to Kilwa.’ I thought of the scrounging sharifs IB met here, and wondered if Ahmad would fill in some of the blanks of the past. But his brief history of Kilwa had ended. He smiled, shook my hand again and left.


Still headlamp-eyed, I turned to Pascal. ‘Ahmad is Kilwa’s ex-witch-doctor,’ he said.


The idea of a Muslim witch-doctor, even an ex- one, threw me. The terms seemed mutually exclusive: Islam as I knew it was about as tolerant of witchcraft as the judges of Salem, Massachusetts. But Pascal’s revelation gave sense of a sort to that strange bilingual performance, in which all those fragments of Arabic, sampled from sources that ranged from impeccably orthodox through mystical to downright occult, were laid on to an indigenous Kiswahili backing track. The mesmeric Ahmad intrigued me even more. And, I learned later, he wasn’t exactly an ‘ex-’ witch-doctor.


‘Since he came back from Dar es Salaam he’s been planning to set up in the business again,’ Pascal said that evening as we sat on the baraza by the door of Mr Mwanga’s house. I’d just had an open-air ladle-shower in the back yard, under a night sky so bright it seemed not just lit by stars but paved with them: you could have walked the Milky Way. Now, I could see Pascal’s pipe-smoke silhouetted against the constellations and, to our left, the billowing black form of a big mango tree that they called Mwembe Ladu, the Mango Struck by Lightning. A few passers-by, their footfalls damped by the dust of the track, had stopped to chat with Pascal; they spoke in slow soft island speech, filled with long pauses and aaahs. Now the village was silent. Apart from a glimmer of lamplight from a neighbouring cottage, we might have been the only signs of waking human life on Kilwa Kisiwani.


‘Ahmad summons the jinn,’ Pascal went on. ‘They come and enter him and help him to perform exorcisms.’


I took this in. ‘It doesn’t sound very Islamic.’


‘Well, he gives it all an Islamic basis. Part of the summoning process involves reciting phrases from the Qadiri dhikr and so on.’ I recalled those snatches of sufi litany I’d heard. ‘And most of his jinn are good Muslim ones from Arabia. He’s got a favourite, an Arabian female jinni called Karimah. And there are others. They come and possess him in a set order.’


‘So there’s a sort of placement, an etiquette.’


‘Yes, but the infidel foreign jinn aren’t so well behaved. There are American jinn, who are very malevolent. And British jinn.’


‘How do they rate?’ I asked, feeling defensive about my fellow country-. . . well, not countrymen, but one has to keep the side up.


‘Not as bad as the American ones.’


‘Phew,’ I said. ‘But how does Ahmad get hold of these infidel jinn? I mean, he’d hardly be able to lure them with Islamic recitations.’


‘He uses all sorts of things. Including beer and whisky.’


‘What, as libations?’


‘No,’ Pascal said, laughing. ‘He drinks them!’


The idea was fascinating. I could picture rowdy redneck jinn pouring into Ahmad’s body with the Kentucky sourmash, and more genial British genies possessing him with appreciative sniffs as the ice-cubes squeaked and cracked: jinn and tonic. (In my mind’s eye, one of the latter took on the form of an old schoolmaster of mine. ‘Never forget the school motto, chaps,’ he would say with a bibulous wink. ‘Spiritus intus alit – “The spirit nourishes within . . .”’) Fascinating, but most definitely unislamic, this use of spirits to summon spirits. ‘Try telling all this to a judge in Saudi Arabia,’ I said.


‘Ahmad doesn’t only use alcohol. I’ve introduced him to pipe-smoking, and he now uses that in his jinn-summoning.’


Weren’t ethnologists supposed to make sure they didn’t import any elements from their own society into that of the people they were studying? Whatever, I didn’t doubt that pipe-smoke, like alcohol fumes, would be an irresistible attractant for certain types of jinn. My former house in Yemen had been haunted by a hubble-bubble-smoking jinni; I could imagine Pascal’s briar conjuring a whole host of infidel spirits, some in enormous shorts, others in deerstalkers, one – inspired by my late cousin Douglas, a pipe-smoking dean – in a dog-collar, all wafting in along curling whiffs of smoke like the children in the old advertisement for Bisto gravy powder: ‘Aaah, Davidoff!’


As Pascal refilled his own pipe, I thought more about the implications of Ahmad’s witch-doctoring. Alcohol may be forbidden in Islam, and tobacco frowned on by the puritanical; but belief in jinn is incumbent on Muslims. All the same, the idea of deliberately getting possessed by them in order to perform exorcisms was, to say the least, heterodox. ‘Doesn’t this all go against the flow?’ I asked Pascal. ‘I mean, the more recent trend in Islam seems to have been towards a rigid sort of orthodoxy.’


‘Well, yes,’ Pascal said. ‘But they’re not like that on Kilwa. Not long ago, for example, some Tablighis came here from Pakistan, and they didn’t like them at all.’ The Tablighis, I recalled, are a missionary group with puritan tendencies. ‘And, do you know, in all the years I’ve been coming to Kilwa not a single person has ever tried to convert me.’


‘I noticed they’re pretty laid back on that score,’ I said. Neither Yahya nor Ridwan had asked me the question that would have been popped in minutes, if not seconds, by many of their Arab peers: Are you a Muslim? No one had even asked me where I was from. Feeling multiply at home as I do, and disliking being pinned down, I found the incuriosity refreshing.


We talked on into the night, about Ahmad and his jinn, about the strange meeting of beliefs – métissage, Pascal termed it – in which waves of Islam had overlaid, but not obliterated, indigenous religious ideas. The result was a many-layered sedimentary pile, a sort of supernatural compost-heap in which, although we might at first only see the latest additions, the deeper strata were no less live, fermenting in the dark. It would all have horrified the orthodox IB. And some of the strata, I learned, were very deep and dark indeed.


‘You remember Ahmad talked about the sharifs coming to Kilwa?’ Pascal asked me. I did. They had come and been honoured for their noble blood, inherited from the prophet of Islam, since at least the time of IB: he met those Meccan sharifs here, enjoying the sultan’s largesse. ‘They’ve got a special position here. You see, Ahmad uses his powers for exorcism and healing. But the sharifs have another sort of power – karamah. And it doesn’t matter if they’re dead.’


Karamah was a word I knew well. IB used it often, and meant by it a grace bestowed by God on saintly people. The term covered a wide range of gifts, from the ability to foresee future events to a knack for guessing a visitor’s favourite pudding; the sort of things which, in a latter-day world thought devoid of miracles, would be put down to coincidence or intuition. But in Kilwa karamah was quite different.


‘It’s something I’m still working on,’ Pascal continued. ‘But in short, karamah here is a power that’s used mainly for malediction. People go to a graveyard called the Cemetery of the Forty Shaykhs – in other words, sharifs – and they say prayers and make sacrifices to bring down curses on their enemies.’


I was shocked. Sacrifice, actual or symbolic, plays an important part in the Judaeo-Christian-Islamic tradition, beginning with Abraham and Isaac/Ishmael; but that is sacrifice for propitiation or expiation. This was for execration, and it was about as Islamic as Baron Samedi is Christian. ‘But . . . that sounds more like voodoo,’ I said. ‘I’m surprised it’s tolerated.’


‘If anything it seems to be getting more popular. People come to Kilwa from all around specifically to visit the Forty Shaykhs. I’m trying to get Ahmad to take me there and explain things.’


In a world of hardening boundaries where the lines between religions seemed, like those between nations on the map, to be ever more rigidly drawn and reinforced, where the frontier-guards of faith were getting ever more violent in their defence of perceived purity, here on Kilwa the opposite was happening – a blurring of the border between Islam and pre-Islam, between beliefs that came from over the ocean and those that dwelt in the continent across the strait. In this, Kilwa was not unique. Throughout my travels with IB I’d found Islam cohabiting with earlier beliefs, from fertility-inducing eels in Morocco to yogic breath-control in India. Besides, the evidence of what was there before lies at the very heart of Islam – in the Ka’bah of Mecca, a temple that had been revered for centuries before the Prophet’s time. That is how religions work – by cohabitation, co-option, compromise; not by confrontation. But here out on the edge the cohabitation was, to say the least, eyebrow-raising. I wondered what other surprises I would come across in my travels with IB on the periphery of Islam.
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I lay awake in the small hours, my mind crawling with questions. It was all that talk of the Forty Shaykhs, Ahmad’s jinn, and those other denizens, angelic and satanic, of the spiritual compost-heap. Above all, one question wriggled around: how could sharifs, descendants of the holy prophet of Islam, have lent their God-given karamah to the unholy business of cursing? Perhaps a look round the Cemetery of the Forty Shaykhs would yield some clues . . . except that it seemed casual visits were strongly discouraged. Given the reputation of the place, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go trespassing. And, come to think of it, curses weren’t always unholy. Christ cursed the barren fig-tree. Muhammad cursed his own uncle: ‘May the hands of Abu Lahab perish . . .’
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The earliest known material evidence of Islam on the East African coast lies 500 miles up the coast from Kilwa, at Shanga in the Lamu Archipelago, in the form of the buried remains of a mid-eighth-century wattle and daub mosque. Here, in this deepest Islamic stratum, some sherds of Chinese stoneware were found. Just as significantly, the mosque appears to have been built inside a pre-Islamic-style ritual enclosure. The association of Islam with far monsoon trade, and its cohabitation – literal in this case – with local beliefs, seem to go right back to the beginning.


Approaching the Great Mosque of Kilwa with Ridwan the head student, it was clear that mosques had come a long way since the humble syncretic prayer-hut of Shanga. The former rulers of Kilwa had built a mosque in stone here in the eleventh century. IB’s Sultan Hasan added to this, more than quadrupling the area of the old building with a multi-domed prayer hall and making it the biggest mosque south of the Sahara.


You wouldn’t know it from IB’s account (although to be fair on him, it isn’t certain that Sultan Hasan’s extension was built when he was here). The traveller was, as usual, more interested in the human action than the architectural backdrop. One day, he remembered, the sultan was coming out of the mosque when he was collared by a mendicant – that same dervish who ended up with the train of ivory-laden slaves. The dervish had realized Hasan was a soft touch: he demanded, literally, the clothes off the sultan’s back. ‘Certainly,’ the sultan said, making as if to go to his palace. ‘But I want them right now,’ the dervish shouted (some of these holy wanderers had an insubordinate streak and saw themselves as God’s anarchists). The sultan went meekly back into the mosque and changed into another set of clothes in the preacher’s room. He called the dervish in and gave him his own robes then and there.


Ridwan and I poked around the mosque and decided that the preacher’s room was a small ruinous chamber, a sort of vestry, in the north-west corner of the original smaller mosque. We sat there and reread the tale of the sultan’s robes; I had, not for the first time on my travels with IB, the strange and pleasurable sensation of bringing a story home. ‘Do you think the President of Tanzania would give his suit to a beggar?’ I asked as we were leaving the mosque. Ridwan’s answer was a laugh that echoed up in Sultan Hasan’s domes. But then, I thought, what head of state these days would part with his Gieves and Hawkes or Georges de Paris? In a dervish-unfriendly world ruled by democrats and dictators, inaccessible in motorcades, noblesse no longer obliges.


We explored a second, smaller mosque: more domes, some collapsed, some still intact and inset with turquoise Persian bowls, echoing this time with the rhythmic hum of Qur’anic verses. Another student reciting in the ruins, giving voice to the book and the building. ‘It was someone from Kilwa who took Islam to Indonesia,’ Ridwan said as we walked from the mosque across the sand of Jangwani Bay. Another simplification, I said to myself, of a complex process. Then again, I could as well believe the claim here as anywhere. The islanders may not have been missionizing muscular Muslims; their fervour was lightly worn. But I could see faith taking ship from Kilwa and shaping course across the ocean.


It was now past mid-afternoon, and we walked on through a yellowing glaze of light, heading for a baobab. Sultan Hasan’s tomb is unknown, but here in the shadow of the great tree was a cemetery where the later rulers of Kilwa were buried. Walls of tomb-enclosures leaned this way and that, holes gaped in plaster – round ones where porcelain bowls had been prised out, rectangular ones where inscriptions had been wrenched away. Like their predecessor, the great forgotten builder of mosque and palace, the lesser rulers of Kilwa now decomposed in anonymity. I wondered what that other cemetery looked like . . .
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‘Would you like to visit the Forty Shaykhs?’ Ridwan asked, reading my thoughts. I was surprised by the offer and could only nod. Surprised and, I realized as we set off down a narrow path through dry and rattling brush, apprehensive.


It wasn’t far. The tombs of the Forty Shaykhs lay in a clearing in the bushes. Like those of the sultans, they were neglected and nameless. They were divided into walled enclosures, one containing a score of graves, others only a few. There were some headstones; all were effaced and blank. There was also a faint sweet smell, of rotting animal matter.


‘Do you know their names?’ I asked. ‘Or their dates?’


He didn’t. ‘We only know them as the Forty Shaykhs,’ Ridwan said.


‘So why are they so special?’


‘The Forty Shaykhs were sharifs,’ he said in his quiet, precise Arabic. ‘They came to Kilwa Kisiwani. They slaughtered a sheep – a ewe. The chief of the sharifs wanted to eat the liver of the ewe. But a pregnant women took it and ate it instead. The chief was so angry that he had her stomach cut open, while she was alive, and ate the liver of the ewe from the woman’s stomach. Some people say he took the liver from the mouth of the woman’s foetus. The woman’s people started fighting to avenge her, and the fighting got so bad that every single one of them was killed . . .’ He stopped speaking, eyes downcast, as if in shame at letting out a secret. But he continued, quieter still. ‘People come from all over Tanzania, even from Kenya, to offer prayers and make requests. They say, “Please God, through the blessing of the Forty Shaykhs, do this for me . . .” And prayers are answered here.’


Again he stopped. I wanted to ask what people prayed for, but I didn’t want to break that frail thread of trust by which Ridwan had led me here. It might be one secret, one shame too many. ‘If they were so bad,’ I said eventually, ‘how can the sharifs intercede on behalf of people?’


‘Because of their descent from the Prophet, may God bless him and give him peace,’ Ridwan said, ‘the sharifs are close to God. To pray here is like approaching the president through his cabinet ministers. But, yes, it is the custom that before you offer up your request you first ask God to forgive their sins.’


We stood there a little longer in the fading light, then turned to leave the clearing, that shadowed no man’s land between Islam and paganism. Ridwan paused and glanced back. Then he looked at me: ‘Some people say that God took away Kilwa’s greatness as a punishment for the sins of the Forty Shaykhs.’
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Nothing subverts one’s perception of time and distance so much as travel. My trip to Kilwa Kisiwani seemed to have spanned weeks, not a couple of days. I could only think that this seeming elastication was the result of coming to see a few ruins on a small island – and then finding myself traversing, at great speed, an unexpected landscape of beliefs. Some islands can, like maps, express big things on a small scale. Kilwa Kisiwani was such a place, a continent in miniature that spoke of worlds far wider than the narrow compass of its shores.


On my last afternoon there I made two small discoveries that also played, in different ways, on the specific gravity of time. The first was lying in the mud down by the mangrove forest on the shore – a truncated obelisk four feet long, carved from a single stone and pierced crosswise at its thick end with two square-section holes. I knew what it was: the stone anchor, minus its wooden shanks, of an early dhow. I only found out later that it was of a type found commonly in the region of Siraf, a Persian port destroyed by earthquake in 977. At the time, all I could tell was that it was old; and yet it had a curious look of having been dropped there just moments before, a look not of archaeology but of lost property. Pascal’s pipe had been enigmatic because it was an object out of place. This was an object out of time.


The second temporal distortion took place after I’d stopped to examine a ruined house on the shore near the Great Mosque. It was roofless, and its skin of coral rubble was sloughing away from the mud substructure of its walls. The wood of its finely carved doorway was grey and dry with age. ‘That was the house that Chitiki built when he was digging,’ Ridwan told me later. Chitiki: Chittick, the archaeologist. His house was already archaeology itself and – shockingly – give or take a year or two, it was the same age as me. For a moment I felt immensely ancient; and then perception swung the other way, and that larger ruined house along the shore, Husuni Kubwa, seemed not so many lifetimes old.
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I needed to move on, to Dar es Salaam and Zanzibar, to look for further survivals that would give a voice to that silent palace by the sea. But even as I said farewell to Pascal and Ridwan, I began to miss Kilwa Kisiwani. To cross the narrow strait to Kilwa Masoko (’Kilwa of the Suq’; Kisiwani, that euphonious name, is simply ‘of the Island’) would be to return to a more mundane world, one neither blessed with recitation under porcelain-studded domes nor cursed with the horror of the Forty Shaykhs. A mundane, mainland world: unless you know you’re going back, there’s no departure quite as final as leaving an island; perhaps not even leaving a lover.


The skipper of the dhow managed to dispel these thoughts of finality, so inappropriate to the start of a journey: he was wearing a pair of shorts tailored from a plastic grain-sack and saying GIFT TO THE PEOPLE OF TANZANIA across the crotch. And it was good to watch the patched lateen sail swell in the breeze, to be on the move. Further out into the strait, the wind freshened, the boat heeled and creaked, and we skimmed over water marbled with light by the lowering sun; dud ala ud, ticks on sticks.


Kilwa Masoko – Zanzibar


‘That’s old Friddie over there,’ the man beside me at the bar said in an Afrikaans accent that managed to be both clipped and slurred. ‘He’s been at the gin and tonic since ten this morning.’


Friddie looked up in slow motion. ‘Got . . . keep . . . malaria away,’ he said, slaloming round the syllables. He had a point. Ever since dusk had fallen over the game-fishing lodge where I was spending the night in Kilwa Masoko, squadrons of mosquitoes had been attacking my ankles. Their bites didn’t itch; they hurt.


‘OK, but the quinine’s in the tonic, you old fool,’ my neighbour said, ‘not in the gin.’


I killed another couple of Kilimanjaro beers and retired to mosquito-netted dreams of that other Kilwa in my air-conditioned fisherman’s hut.


In the pre-dawn dark next morning, the deserted market was permeated by a tang of rawhide and raw onion, smoke and dung. Another sailing dhow would, of course, have been the proper way to travel on to Zanzibar. But there were none heading that way in the immediate future for love or money; or at least not for the amounts of either currency I had at my disposal. I was equally poor in patience. I could – should – have waited, as IB would have had to wait. To match myself to his pace was the only way I’d ever catch up, or perhaps down, with him. Instead, I caught the bus.
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My fellow-passengers, squatting in the dark by the shuttered premises of the Muddy Hair Cutting Salon and nursing large and pungent baskets of smoked fish, seemed a lugubrious lot. But when we set off, things were improved by fresh dawn air and a general mood of merriment. I was partly the cause: I’d had a long loud conversation in Kiswahili with an old blind man sitting next to me, to which my only contribution was, inevitably, mmms and aaahs. The one-sided dialogue only ended when someone tapped him on the shoulder and stage-whispered to him that I was a mzungu.


The growing light revealed a landscape of fuzzy ridges in a uniform shade of lovat green, unrolling into the distance like a bolt of corduroy. We rolled with it for a time then, as the sun rose, pulled up in the small town of Somanga – home, it seemed, to half the fishwives in Africa. Most, in fact, were fishmaidens, of great beauty and charm. The bus was filled with their laughter, with yet more baskets of kippered sprats and, at a nearby garage, with diesel from an antique hand-cranked pump. We set off again, packed to the gills with fish and people.


Old Africa hands will probably tell you never to say, even to yourself, ‘What a good road!’ I did, and in less than a minute we’d run out of tarmac and taken to the bush. The effect of two and a half hours of corrugations and potholes was like being trapped in one of those vibrating slimming belts – but one designed to fit a sumo wrestler. At the back of the bus a baby yelled so loudly that we all kept looking round, even the blind man, wondering how it hadn’t disgorged its lungs. In the gaps between yells, a whirring sound came from the forest we were now passing through, an insect symphony loud enough to be heard over the noise of the engine. Waaahh-waaahh-whirrrr-waaarrgghh. . . A pair of baboons, squatting on the verge, mooned at the bus with their leathery backsides as if in contempt for their distant, fallen cousins.


The asphalt reappeared as inexplicably as it had vanished. In minutes we were in the great terraqueous jigsaw-puzzle of the Rufiji Delta, flying over bridges. A late breakfast of supu, broth with a piece of fowl, spiced with limes and chillis, further restored the spirits. But the spell of the south was broken. Seven hours after leaving Kilwa Masoko, mud and thatch had given way to breeze-block and tin. Dar es Salaam, the Abode of Peace, began with a long and painful assault-course of roadworks; the southern part of the city was being slowly eviscerated in preparation for a new sewage system, and its above-ground arteries were all but terminally clogged with traffic. Kilwa Kisiwani, with its paths of red earth trodden by silent feet and its lone bicycle, seemed far more than a bus-ride away.
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The Funduq al-Uruba, or Hotel of Arabism, in the Kariakoo district of the capital, had enticed me with its name and its cheap rates. It was a place of diasporas run by a man whose family came, like that of IB’s Sultan Hasan, from Hadramawt, and it was mainly patronized by large lost-looking Somalis in lunghis, wanderers in a more recent and less happy exodus. Downstairs in the busy restaurant, the menu was littered with the usual culinary castaways – parathas and samosas, Coca-Cola and cup cakes; and the tempting ‘Beef Williton’. The waiter confirmed that it was indeed ‘pasty beef’, so I ordered one, wondering how they could do their own take on boeuf en croûte (clever, that, naming it after a village just up the road from Wellington) for a mere 1,200 Tanzanian shillings. Perhaps they’d left out the pâté de foie gras and skimped on the duxelles. . . It came, a sort of sausage roll containing a smidgeon of mince. From the world of Carême and the Iron Duke, via some long-dead Tanganyika civil servant’s cook-boy, to this. How are the mighty fallen! Beef Williton could be the signature dish of post-imperialism.


Next morning I stepped out into Kariakoo (another garbled memory of Tanganyika days – the area was originally settled by men of the First World War ‘Carrier Corps’) and pushed my way through a large market where more smoked fish, in various stages of arrested decay, combined with the scents of dust and garlic, chicken-shit and porter-sweat, a soupçon of sewer and a thousand other substances to produce an intoxicating bouillabaisse of smells. Across a park, and I was back in the diasporic city, on Morogoro Road, where Indians from Gujarat sold pumps and mopeds, and milk-white mannequins with Boy’s Own haircuts – so dated, so ageless – sported safari suits and cravats, and the façade of Bagamoyo House was all peeling Tuscan columns and tottering balconies and skew-whiff Indian lattices. Eclectic, relic-strewn Dar es Salaam was growing on me.


Rain came on as I reached the museum, an unpromising concrete box lit by low-wattage neon, to look for relics of IB’s Sultan Hasan. Yes, they said at the desk, Kilwa was on the first floor.


Upstairs, beneath a damp-stained ceiling, in a quiet broken only by the patter of raindrops and the chirp of nesting sparrows, I found the lumber room of Sultan Hasan’s palace. Here were the objects that gave the place a voice. There was a resounding Arabic inscription that had proclaimed the sultan’s name across that now silent, lizard-haunted court: ‘Verily God is the Helper of the Commander of the Faithful, the Victorious King al-Hasan son of Sulayman, may God Almighty grant him success!’ Other epigraphs spoke with bumptious optimism, of felicity that would renew itself perpetually, of bounty whose days would never end; as if the small print wasn’t on the wall that said the price of gold could go down as well as up . . .


Otherwise, it was broken pots and bits of twisted metal, lost spindle whorls and kohl sticks and earwax spoons, the usual understated domestic detritus. Perhaps my visions of argosies laden with eastern luxuries had been a little too romantic. But then, among the common crockery of the age, I saw something beautiful. Even in its smashed and reassembled state, it was an object to stand alone in one of those empty niches of Husuni Kubwa. It was an early fourteenth-century Yuan dynasty porcelain flask, its slender neck and swelling body both voluptuous and chaste, its surface sparely incised with cloud-scrolls floating beneath the stratospheric blue-white of qingbai glaze. It was the sort of vessel you would use to imprison a very high-class jinni in, and it made China seem magically close again . . . I wondered what had happened to the poor sod who broke it.*


It was as I was leaving the Kilwa room that I did the sort of double take brought on by the familiar encountered in an unexpected setting. It was a broken slab of fine white limestone, carved in deep relief with a lamp hanging in a niche. To one side of the niche was a stylized tree; above and below it were lines of Qur’anic script – as dense and hard to read as such things always are, but I made out ‘. . . and he whom We grant long life We reverse in creation . . .’ The verse was from the Chapter of Ya Sin, a sort of Islamic Nunc Dimittis read over the dead. The stone, a label said, had been found in the sultans’ cemetery on Kilwa: that graveyard by the baobab overlooking Jangwani Bay. But for me the jolt of recognition set off a wave of resonances that rolled around the whole arc of the Indian Ocean’s shores. These memorials were only carved in one place – the port and manufacturing city of Cambay in north-west India, 3,000 miles across the sea from Kilwa. The last time I’d seen one had been in Kollam, in the far south of India, where it had been brought up from a drowned mosque in a fisherman’s net. On my earlier travels I’d looked for the tombstone of IB’s host in the southern Arabian city of Zafar, a revered holy man, only to find it – another Cambay piece – in the Victoria and Albert Museum in London; for good measure, the British Museum had a Cambay slab as well, looted from Aden in 1839. Along the byways of book-research, I’d come across mentions of other Cambay stones. There was one from Sumatra that commemorated a son of Ghiyath al-Din, a wealthy scion of the old Abbasid dynasty of Baghdad who was IB’s friend in Delhi and on whom the traveller dumped his infant son (IB no doubt thought the boy would be well provided for: Ghiyath al-Din bathed in a solid gold tub, he says, and his coat buttons were pearls as big as hazelnuts). This adoptive brother of the abandoned boy ended up marrying an Indonesian princess; both he and his wife had Cambay gravestones. Stones from Cambay had also turned up in Iran, and in other places as far apart as Mogadishu and Java. Dazed by distance, I almost forgot that Cambay stones are found in Cambay itself, where a businessman of Persian origin – ‘the Merchant King’, IB called him – still lies in a tomb carved with those same hanging lamps.


The workshops where these stones were carved must be the most successful monumental masons in history, and Cambay among the most successful exporting cities. The first Portuguese interlopers in the Indian Ocean marvelled at the city’s commercial reach: ‘she stretches out her two arms,’ wrote the chronicler of ocean trade Tomé Pires, ‘her right arm extending to Aden, her left to Malacca’. In fact Cambay’s embrace was even wider, taking in Java and, as the stone before me proved, Kilwa. It spanned the centuries too: most of those sellers of pumps and mopeds on Morogoro Road were from that same industrious corner of Gujarat. To me, then, these Cambay monuments were milestones along the route of IB’s Indian Ocean travels. He had visited every single land in which they’d been found. But in three cases they were also relics of the personal, human geography of the Travels – of a saintly host in Arabia, a Persian plutocrat in Cambay itself, a wandering Arab prince in Sumatra: a cross-section through the crowd that throngs IB’s gregarious pages. All three of them had been commemorated by Cambay stones, the mortuary equivalent of Louis Vuitton or Rolex, expensive objects that proclaimed allegiance to an opulent and cosmopolitan culture.


I ran my hand over this stone that exuded associations. There was no name on the fragment to identify the person buried in the shadow of the baobab; only that verse from the Chapter of Ya Sin. ‘Who’, it goes on, ‘will give life to these bones after they are rotten and become dust?’


[image: Image]


Stone Town is one of the great landfalls, a shimmering line of palaces on the shore; and if at closer range some of the palaces turn out to be godowns or fish-suqs, and nearly all of them to be in various states of decay, it is that first and pristine view of the capital of Zanzibar that prints itself on the mind’s eye and stays there alongside Hong Kong and the Grand Canal.


So too once was Kilwa Kisiwani, now tangled in mangroves. That was why I’d come here. IB had sailed past Zanzibar, an unimportant place in his day. But in the nineteenth century it became the new Kilwa, and I wanted to see the intact remains of Swahili sultanic splendour – a splendour that had lived on into my own lifetime, until the overthrow of the last sultan of Zanzibar in 1963.


On second thoughts, perhaps ‘splendour’ wasn’t the word. Stone Town was heaving with foreign holidaymakers, all frantically shopping for spiced seaweed foot-scrub and carved chests with sprayed-on patina. But Bayt al-Sahil, the ‘Palace by the Sea’ of the latter-day rulers, wasn’t the tourist trap I’d expected it to be. I could see why. There was a photographic display on the nineteenth-century Princess Salme, who according to an information panel ‘had loped with a German trader and wrote her extremely interesting biography’. Otherwise there was little to attract visitors, unless they were into big bad portraits of sultans and knobbly ebony furniture. Except, maybe, for the palace’s strategically located public choo, or lavatory – a magnificent squat model bearing the sign ‘Thanks For Using Shanks’.


On the top floor, in the private apartments of the last sultan (who ended up in exile by another sea, in Portsmouth), ebony gave way to cream woodgrain Formica, and thrones to pouffes; a quadruple bed stood beneath a collapsing ceiling. The two ends of the main drawing-room were furnished according to the tastes of two co-wives, a sign explained. One half had pink brocade sofas and a Sputnik-era coffee table, the other a rash of resurgent, bubonic ebony and enormous and equally knobbly Chinese vases, the sort of things you would pray not to win at a coconut shy. I thought of a certain member of the dynasty I once met who was given to appearing at parties wearing a feather boa; coming as he did from such aesthetic confusion, I could sympathize. And I thought of that chaste and exquisite vase from that other palace by the sea, in Kilwa Kisiwani.


There remained one last seaside palace, the next-door Bayt al-Aja’ib or House of Wonders, finished in 1883 and now the national museum of Zanzibar. A big square block enclosed by deep verandas, with cast-iron pillars rising through its three tall storeys and an even taller clock-tower rising on its seaward side, the building is the last great expression of the Swahili-Eclectic school of royal architecture that Sultan Hasan founded with Husuni Kubwa. But it was something it contained that drew me to the House of Wonders.


I was still haunted by visions of Ahmad the witch doctor’s jinn. And here, I’d heard, was an object that seemed physically to embody the world of half-repressed animism I’d glimpsed in Kilwa: a genuine jinni in a bottle. It was a potent symbol of that world – it showed how barely, in what frail vessels, were the old anarchic forces contained. Besides, like anyone who has strayed as a child into that universe of stories contained in the 1,001 Nights and never lost the sense of wonder it inspires, I was simply intrigued to see such a curiosity. The nearest I’d ever got was the Sussex witch imprisoned in a bottle in the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford (’and if you let ’un out,’ the label warns, ‘there’ll be a peck o’ trouble . . .’)


The bottle-jinni, I decided, would probably be in the department of uganga, or ‘traditional medicine’. This was situated upstairs and lay through large doors carved in Arabic script with ‘O merciful God, protect us from every accursed satan’ and other reassuring prayers.


The exhibits took me by surprise. Living as I do in the outwardly orthodox Arab heart of the Islamic world, I was astonished to find heterodoxy not just admitted to, here on the periphery, but celebrated. Information boards spoke of Zanzibar Muslims propitiating ancestral and natural spirits at altars in caves or under trees, and of the role of the mwalimu-mganga or Islamic medicine man who, like Ahmad in Kilwa, performs exorcisms and – ‘occasionally’ – curses.* Such openness was extraordinary, the most wondrous thing so far in the House of Wonders; once again, IB would have swooned with horror. But there was no bottled jinni that I could see. There were containers with dried medicinal substances, a few nasty-looking objects that had been buried with intent to harm enemies; even ‘A horn used to exorcise devils. It contains herbs and a dog’s nose.’ (So that’s what happened to the poor dog in the world’s worst joke, I thought.†) But no bottled jinni. Perhaps it didn’t fit in with current notions of museology and had been banished to a box-room. It might even have been exposed as a fake.


‘Ah, yes, the jinni . . .’ From his tone of voice, the assistant curator might have been referring to a once-loved uncle who’d been caught doing something unspeakable. We were standing on the veranda in the thickening afternoon light. I could hear them shutting doors inside. ‘It was removed. A few years ago, you see, people decided it was . . . not good for the building.’


‘How do you mean?’ My suspicions, it seemed, were right.


He didn’t answer at first. Then he looked closely at me, and continued. ‘They decided that the . . . the owners of the building did not like the presence of the jinni among them. Things were moving about at night.’


Now I looked closely at him – a studious-seeming man with a greying goatee and specs. If he was joking, or mad, or had watched Night in the Museum one time too many, it didn’t show. ‘And, since it was removed?’


‘The things stopped moving about.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Please excuse me. It is closing time.’


I stood alone on the veranda for a few minutes more. To one side, the bulbous bastions of the old sultanic fort; to the other, teetering balconies seen through crowshitty palm tops; and before me, on the peacock-coloured ocean, a motley fleet – a couple of small freighters, a gaggle of rust buckets, canoes threading courses between them – and two big high-sterned dhows sliding over the sea on opposite tacks in a mere sigh of wind.


Someone was telling me I had to go.


[image: Image]


A long journey lay ahead. The young IB, when he sailed through these waters on his first voyage to the periphery, had gone way beyond the Arab confines of the Islamic Grand Tour. Here he both tasted the freedom of the scholar-gypsy and got wind of fortunes in far lands. Later, in India, he found his fortune – and lost it. Battered by failure but always buoyed by hope, he became an Islamic Candide. After India, in his further travels on the edge – journeys on which I now planned to follow him – he would fall victim to the Sindbad Syndrome. He would be propelled no longer by conscious quest but by the momentum of all the accumulated miles and years, caught at times between lotus-eating and homesickness, meeting with marvels and monsters within himself and without; and finally returning to the narrower land he still called home, to discover there the extremes of honour and rejection, to tell his tale, and then to disappear.


How could I ever catch up with a man who was so mobile, so elusive – and who had a 660-year head start? IB’s was a life of landfalls. He is a serial stranger whose true home is hemispheric, everywhere and nowhere. But he lives on in his book, the Travels, that rambling house of many stories. My own travels in its further reaches would take me east, through the strange sea-land of the Maldives, up IB’s ‘pillar of smoke’ – Adam’s Peak in Sri Lanka – then beyond the monsoon winds to the Hill of Souls and the Phoenix Mosque on China’s southern shores. They would take me way back west, to the shores of the Saharan sand-ocean. And finally they would take me to China’s Andalusian antipodes – back into what had since become a part of my own native world of Christendom and Europe; if it was my world any more.
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